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Moving  Stories: An  Intimate  History  of Four 
Women Across Two Countries. 
By  Alistair   Thomson.  Sydney:   UNSW  Press, 
2011.  Pp. 344.  A$49.95  paper. 
 
Books like this one,  by Professor  Alistair Thom- 
son, a key figure in the field of life stories and 
personal narratives, have  become  increasingly 
popular over  the  last half century. Advances  in 
oral history  techniques and the growth in social 
history   have   contributed  to  this.   Interest  in 
return  migration  in   the   post-Second  World 
War period  partly  arose  from  the  2005  publica- 
tion   of  Ten  Pound Poms:  Australia’s  Invisible 
Migrants by  A. James  Hammerton and  Alistair 
Thomson, which  has had  much acclaim.  To add 
the  close  collaboration of four  women in  this 
new  book  is a real and  admirable challenge. 
The   Introduction  explains    its   structure. 
These women’s stories relate  not  only  to migra- 
tion  but  to  many   aspects  of  women’s  experi- 
ences  in the  pre-  and  post-war periods.  Part I is 
called ‘Women’s Lives’, with  four chapters 
Thomson  has  written  with   each   of  the   four 
women, and a fifth where he identifies  patterns 
in women’s history. Part II, entitled ‘Moving 
Stories’,  has  three chapters. The first highlights 
the   means by  which   women preserved their 
experiences through letters,  the second  through 
photographs, and  the  third  by autobiographical 
writing  and  interviews. 
The four women on whom this book 
focuses*Phyllis Cave, Gwen Good, Joan  Pickett 
and Dorothy Wright*each came to Australia  on 
the  Ten  Pound Passage  Scheme, in  the  1960s 
and  1970s,  just  before  second  wave  feminism 
took off. All but Gwen Good returned to the UK. 
Each has fascinating stories based on the posses- 
sion  of extensive records  in the  form  of letters, 
diaries,   photographs  and   recordings,  and   re- 
cently   conducted oral  history   interviews.  The 
sheer  quantity and variety  of sources  is im- 
pressive. 
I quickly  adapted to  the  mode  of writing, 
the  author’s explanations, and  incorporation  of 
Gwen Good’s first-person ideas and feelings. Life 
in London, the weather, and making  ends meet, 
were the push factors leading to the decision to 
migrate. Using letters  and tapes allowed  more 
intimacy. At times there is repetition, where the 
author comments on the methodology. Towards 
the end of her chapter, Perth  had lost some of its 
attraction  and   Gwen   felt  she  was  losing  her 
identity, but there was no hint  of a return to the 
UK.  Indeed,  Gwen’s   parents  came   to  live  in 
Perth   in  an  adjoining house.  The  ideal  of  a 
woman’s role in the mid-twentieth century is 
discussed  at the  end  of the  chapter. 
Dorothy Wright   was  a  full-time wife  and 
mother in the 1960s, cooking,  cleaning, sewing, 
reading  and caring for her family. This period 
coincided with  their  migration to Australia, the 
letters  to her  mother and  sisters being  the  main 
sources.  As a child she had a middle-class 
upbringing and developed an interest in agricul- 
ture,  despite  working in secretarial jobs. Here 
Thomson highlights significant  themes of her 
youth and  their  consequences. Eventually she 
followed  convention and  married an  engineer, 
Mike, in 1955. Travel always interested them and 
they  took advantage of the Ten Pound Scheme. 
Joan  Pickett’s chapter starts  with  an extract 
from a letter  to her parents from Ocean Island in 
1965.  Her father  kept  her  weekly  letters  where 
her  travel  memories were  recorded. Under  the 
Ten  Pound Scheme, some  people   lived  for  at 
least  two  years  in another country; others 
travelled or had  working holidays. Joan’s  eight 
years  in  Australia   as  a  single  woman without 
children were  very  different from  the  experi- 
ences of the Goods or the Wrights.  Joan  was less 
bound by  family  responsibilities,  and   able  to 
follow her  own  inclinations. 
Phyllis Cave, the  youngest of these  women, 
could  enjoy  greater opportunities in the  1970s, 
 
 
despite   balancing jobs,  housework and  child- 
care.  Phyl won  a place  at the  Grammar School 
but left without taking  courses  needed for 
university.  She  wanted  to  study   architecture 
and  finally  got a man’s  job. Unfortunately, this 
was not an apprenticeship as it was expected she 
would  soon  marry. Phyl  was  eighteen in  1956 
when  she   met    Colin   Cave.    She   expected 
wedded bliss, but  found  only  loneliness, losing 
her   confidence  until   they   came   to  Australia 
under the  Ten Pound Scheme. 
In Chapter 5, Thomson reflects  upon these 
case studies  from  the  mid-twentieth century to 
the  1970s:  how   they   fitted  into  conventional 
society  and  where they  didn’t.  Each challenged 
the   status   quo   in  different ways.  Those  who 
married  in   the   forties   and   fifties   generally 
adopted the  typical  division  of labour:  women 
did  the   housework  and   childcare,  sometimes 
with   part-time jobs,  while   men   had  full-time 
better  paid jobs. Thomson questions the  impor- 
tance  of migration as a factor affecting these 
women’s lives. Motherhood was not easy for 
young  women and letters to their families record 
this. Had they not gone to Australia, all may have 
been  different. Migration affected both  opportu- 
nities  and  challenges but  in their  letters,  photo- 
graphs  and  memories, most  British  migrant 
women consider the experience as positive. 
Chapters in Part  II compare different types 
of women’s narratives through letters,  family 
photographs,  autobiography  and   oral  history, 
and the meaning they  made  of their  lives. 
Thomson asks how  the women told their  stories 
differently in  letters,  photographs, memoirs or 
interviews. What  led the stories in different 
directions? How did relationships direct  the 
letters?  What  factors influenced the finished 
product? Such  penetrating questions can  rarely 
be answered. The second  part  of the  book 
considers the  ‘Moving  stories’  through  which 
we know  these  women’s lives. 
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